A. I have always maintained that literature in its production, cultivation, dissemination and judgement, is a phenomenon of the city. To understand even the rural novel or a novel set among a tribe that has somehow escaped modernity, a novel set in Utopia (equally Good City and No City), one must understand the city in which the novel is produced. Even if a novel is written in a sylvan retreat, it is because a phenomenological and ontological city has been decreed into existence by the writer.
Bombay is the city I cannot live in; it is the city I can never leave. I have never lived anywhere else except for a three-month stint as a Chevening scholar when I went to London. I remember landing in London and thinking, 'Has there been a riot? Is there a problem?' That was because there was no one on the streets. Everything looked empty and chillingly eerie. Bombay invades me and evades me. It enrages me and repels me; but when I return home, I find myself relaxing. I find myself in control again. I know how to deal with this city in an instinctive way that I don't for any other city.
So the city I live in is water to the fish, air to the birds: it passes unnoticed. As a writer, one responds to minute changes and to tectonic, seismic shifts in its interior geography. At one level, the cutting of a tree that was in one's line of vision becomes a major event, the closing of a grocery shop to make way for another ATM is significant. On the larger level, it is the political and the economic changes that make Mumbai such a significant place. Here everything is in flux and this instability, this constant change makes people fearful and anxious. This free-floating anxiety is what right-wing and parochial forces feed on. The greatest shifts in Mumbai's destiny have happened as I have grown up in this city: the mill strike called by Datta Samant, the collapse of Mumbai as a productive economy and its transformation into a speculative economy, the growth of the suburbs and the stresses of four-hour commutes in sub-human conditions, the increasing intolerance, the communal tensions of 1992 and 1993, the bomb blasts that followed and the terrorist attacks. Then there were the floods that left so many people stranded for days and killed others.
I began writing this book 20 years ago, maybe more than that. I wrote 27 drafts of it and sometimes I think there have been 27 drafts of the city outside my balcony. This is the way it must be. A city that remains unchanged over 20 years must be in the state that Pompeii is: petrified, frozen in time. Much of the changes have, as everyone knows, been for the worse. We live and love on a fissure; at any time, some tectonic plate will shift and we will all be crushed. You would not wish that on an enemy but for a writer, it is a source of unending inspiration, of magnificent material.
Bombay is also a city whose literary credentials have been vastly underrated simply because my city finds itself in the headlines for all the wrong reasons. Q. You have researched the lives of Helen and Leela Naidu, both of whom are gorgeous and talented. What do you think are the important qualities that separate them from the others? What is that 'X-factor' they possess which has brought them so much fame and success?
A. Leela Naidu was never famous; she was simply herself. She walked away from a film career when she was no longer getting the kind of roles she wanted. She became a radio producer, a dubbing artiste, a magazine editor, a columnist … she was so talented she could do almost anything she wanted.
Helen was her exact opposite. She could do one thing and she did that beautifully: she could act in Bollywood schlock and give her roles some grace. That takes a lot of effort.
Leela came from privilege. Her father worked with Marie Curie; her mother was a journalist from France; she was educated in Geneva. She married into the Oberoi family and had twins. Then she got divorced and married Dom Moraes and that didn't work out much better either. But here I must also add that I did not think, when I was a journalist, that I would ever be able to write a book. And then I had the great good luck to get Ravi Singh as an editor and publisher. Someone has to give you courage, someone has to stand behind you and root for you, someone has to say, 'I think you can do this if you try'. Unfortunately, our world seems to consist of people who say, 'Do you really think you should be trying to do that?' and other such comments.
Q. Asylum and Other Poems was your first attempt at poetry. How difficult and different do you feel is poetry, from your other fiction and non-fiction?
A. I write poetry very very slowly. I have no idea why. I write it all the time but most of what I write is so mediocre that I tear it up the next morning so that no one will ever know I committed these follies. I find it difficult because I think it is a difficult form. We all start by writing poetry, seduced I think by how simple a truly good poem looks. And it's such a doable size, one thinks, as an adolescent. I could do that. Then it becomes apparent that one has to have huge linguistic resources in order to write the simplest poem. One may feel despair but one cannot say it, one must make the reader aware of that despair. How does one sum up all that one wants to say and yet leave space for the reader to come in and make the poem her own? Ezra Pound was right. It is not an easy thing to be a poet in India. Publishers keep asking: who reads poetry these days? To which the answer is: who reads anything these days? And since no one is reading, let's just shut shop and go home and post our best ideas on social networking sites. No, the publishers say, people are reading. Well, then, there is a subset of those readers who would be interested in poetry. How shall they be served? My second book of poems is nearly ready. I have a contract with a major corporation. I have no idea whether they will or will not honour that contract. But that's true of everyone from royalty to newcomers, no one has a publisher, no one has the assurance of a publisher waiting for the next manuscript. So what makes the next poem come? It is the pressure of wanting to be born, its insistence. You can only want to make poetry happen and that is why it happens. And so it went. By the time we were back in the city, Sumitra and I were exhausted but we knew that we had another project to start. Neither of us was sure it would work. But Q. Sir, you as a highly experienced writer, journalist, and columnist stand as a true inspiration to the youth of our country. Any message you would like to give to the current generation?
A. Inspiration? That's a new one. Okay, then here's the advice:
